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Centrifuged pineapple juice, clarifi ed lemon juice and salted egg yolk 
crumble. These ingredients could come from the menu in a molecular-
gastronomy restaurant. Yet combined with re-distilled pineapple vodka, 
they form the Fluffy Pineapple Martini, one of mixologist Antonio Lai’s 
creations for Room 309, his bar in The Pottinger Hong Kong hotel. 
Lai must be one of very few cocktail makers and shakers who hardly 
touches alcohol. It makes sense, then, that much of his inspiration comes 
from the plate. 
“I like eating, so when I have something really nice, I start to think about how 
I can transform that into a drink, to develop things to make it taste better, 
modify it to fi t into the drink concept and put it in the right glass for the best 
experience for customers,” says Lai. 
When Lai opened Room 309, he looked at the hotel’s food menus for 
inspiration, and a peanut-butter banana bread on the breakfast list caught 
his eye. “I know peanut butter and whisky go really well so I thought maybe 
I should combine all three things together,” he says. And so the Crystal Old 
Fashioned was born, comprised of re-distilled peanut-butter bourbon, 
homemade wood-chips bitters and banana concentrate. 
“Bartenders often think like chefs in terms of food combinations. We see 
some crazy foods transferred to cocktails,” says Lai, who, for example, 
incorporates dried shrimps and dried scallops into the Bloody Quinary, 
along with roasted white sesame re-distilled vodka, local vinegar spicy 
mix, umami shaoxing wine, sesame oil and house-blended clamato 
concentrate. This drink is on the menu at The Quinary in Hong Kong, the fi rst 
bar Lai opened back in 2012 and which spent fi ve years on the World’s 50 
Best Bar list and was rated 15th on Asia’s 50 Best Bars list for 2018. 
Meet the beverage professionals who are mixing things up behind the bar and bringing 
creative contemporary cocktails – and mocktails – to the table 才華橫溢的調酒大師分享他們
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Mixologist Antonio Lai 
調酒師黎振南
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Lai isn’t the only bartender mixing unusual ingredients into his drinks. Take 
Vijay Mudaliar, founder of Native in Singapore, which currently ranks at 
number 13 on the World’s 50 Best Bar list. His Antz cocktail does what its 
name suggests and along with Thai rhum, aged sugarcane, coconut yoghurt, 
salt-baked tapioca and soursop, incorporates ants. Strictly focused on 
regional ingredients, Mudaliar says that the ants add acid where other 
bartenders might employ lemon. Elsewhere, the use of local ingredients is a 
celebration of Singapore.  
“I see that Singapore is a small but mighty country when it comes to food; 
in other countries around the world you often see Singapore noodles, 
Singapore fried rice on the menu, and globally we are known as a food haven. 
I wanted to bring across the same message in cocktails, by using ingredients 
native to Singapore and Asia, because that is where I grew up and that is 
what I know,” says Mudaliar, who forages most of the fresh produce that 
goes into his drinks locally, incorporating ingredients such as pandan, laksa 
leaves, candlenut and pink dragonfruit. 
Kaitlyn Stewart, bar manager at the Royal Dinette in Vancouver, Canada, 
who in 2017 was named World Class Bartender of the Year, is also looking 
local, and thus seasonal. “I’m very fortunate that my home base is in a 
farm-to-table restaurant, and the kitchen here is very heavily focused on 
seasonality. When we don’t have things that are in season, we do our own 
jarring, and pickling, and make our own vinegars. I have been able to develop 
a really close relationship with the kitchen, sharing products, sharing 
techniques and sharing ideas,” says Stewart.
In the kitchen at Royal Dinette, the restaurant makes it own butter and 
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various components of her cocktails. A new piece of equipment she is 
currently making use of is an ultrasonic cleaner. “The ultrasonic waves 
penetrate herbs very delicately so you are not getting any bruised or overly 
cooked flavours and you can create, for example, a flavoured spruce tip 
Campari in three minutes rather than having to cook it, or vacuum seal it 
and boil it.” 
Lai also employs the tools of top chefs, from a rotary evaporator with which 
he creates re-distilled spirits such as lavender gin, lemongrass gin and 
wasabi vodka, to a centrifuge which helps to separate ingredients and to 
change the appearance and texture of his drinks. 
“These have become must-learn items to be a better bartender. By 
understanding these techniques, it allows you to make better drinks, 
because, at the end of the day, knowledge is key. You have to study to 
become a better bartender,” says Lai, who undertook hospitality training at 
the Hotel and Tourism Institute (formerly Hospitality Industry Training and 
Development Centre).
Where experimentation is getting increasingly exciting is in the world of 
mocktails. “You can’t be a well established bar or restaurant that has a 
decent beverage programme without mocktails,” says Stewart. “They 
are more challenging for a bartender. We are really thinking outside the 
box, creating our own vermouth without any alcohol content, or our own 
hydrosol and making distilled flavours with zero proof spirits.”
“I’m a guy who doesn’t drink and I enjoy non-alcoholic things,” says Lai. 
“To make a good mocktail or a spirit-free drink is actually more difficult 
than making a cocktail. Alcohol carries flavours.” Yet he too relishes the 
challenge. At VEA, where Lai serves as executive mixologist, he tries to 
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Cheng’s culinary delights. One cocktail is a yuzu gin with elderflower, apple 
juice and shiso. For the non-alcoholic version, Lai wanted to make a yuzu 
water with a little juniper berry to evoke the juniper notes in gin. “The gin is 
very straightforward,” he says. “I add the yuzu and distill it with the gin to 
make yuzu gin. For the yuzu water, it takes much more time and much more 
yuzu to create the fragrance and to balance it so that it’s 90 per cent alike 
with the alcohol. Because there’s no alcohol, the flavours aren’t as bright.” 
Be it mocktail or cocktail, every drink today needs to look as good as it 
tastes. Some go further. “People will drink with their eyes before they drink 
with their tastebuds,” says Stewart. Royal Dinette’s house favourite is the 
Kumbaya, a spinoff of a Manhattan, with cedar-smoked Bulleit Rye, Amaro 
Montenegro and cherry cedar bitters, and accompanied by a roasted-to-
order burnt cinnamon marshmallow. “As soon as you light the marshmallow, 
the smell and the visual intrigues people and they want it. Everybody loves a 
homemade marshmallow,” says Stewart. The cocktail offers a multisensory 
experience, playing to the eyes and the nose as well as evoking memories of 
singing songs around the campfire. 
Going deeper than simply sight and taste is integral to Mudaliar’s approach. 
He bases cocktails on stories or first-hand experiences of himself or his staff, 
and with them creates a tangible drink. “The vessel we use, the garnishes, the 
decorations, the colours, evoke senses and bring you to a place in time where 
we were present, so that you can be present too,” he says.
For Lai, it’s all about a multisensory approach. Of his cocktails, he says, 
“Most of the time we will have five senses – what you see, what you smell, 
what you taste, sometimes what you can hear, which is a little cheeky, and 
memory and how we trigger that.”
But perhaps there’s something more that needs to be in the mix to make a 
top-notch tipple. “For me, it’s the attention to detail, the pure love that goes 
into a cocktail. I love to sit at the bar whenever I go out anywhere because I 
love watching a bartender put their heart and soul into a cocktail, just like a 
chef puts their heart and soul into a dish, ” says Stewart. “You can definitely 
feel the love when somebody is really proud of what they are putting 
forward. A good cocktail is about balance and heart.”  
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